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Abstract 
This paper is a reflection of the journey of the Maffra and Districts Landcare Network told through the 
eyes of Landcare members, facilitators and academics. This combination of perspectives provides both 
‘on the ground’ and theoretical points of view. The paper draws upon recent discussions of the past and 
future held within the Landcare Network in conjunction with established social, political and change 
theories to develop an understanding of how rural communities, government policy and academia have 
shaped what Landcare is in 2006 and suggests a path that provides options for charting its future.  
 
We tell the story of how this Landcare Network located in part of Gippsland, Victoria, has developed and 
changed over time whilst also discussing Landcare more broadly. Changes along this journey include 
group numbers and participation levels; leadership and member interests and perceptions of the role of 
Landcare and government policy.  We demonstrate that Landcare originated as both a government 
initiated program and a community driven ground swell for rural land use change, both which limits and 
assists in determining Landcare’s success. Landcare groups in the Network grapple with the 
expectations of regional NRM bodies; State and Federal funding arrangements and often play a variety 
of roles from captive and dependant delivery agents to totally independent agents free of external 
expectations. Throughout the journey the Landcare participants have remained the same while contexts 
and priorities have shifted. We propose that it is both the perceptions of world view and agreed 
motivations of Landcare participants that will principally guide to the future for this Network. 
1.0 Introduction 
Landcare as a government and community partnership program began in Victoria in 1986 (Kirner, 
2000a; 2000b) with a vision for it to be “community owned, whole catchment oriented, community 
development based, integrated and focused on the Department servicing groups, not individuals” (Kirner, 
2000b:274). Against this background there already existed various programs addressing rural 
environmental and natural resource issues. These included the Group Conservation Area projects of the 
Victorian Soil Conservation Authority  (Edgar, 1999); the development of the Farm Tree groups (Edgar, 
1999), Western Australian catchment groups (Carey & Webb, 2000),  and Dunecare groups in New 
South Wales (Campbell, 1991). In Queensland the founder of the Cattleman’s Union Jock Douglas 
pushed the concept of Landcare in 1985 recalling that it really happened because there was a lot of 
underlying concern for land and water condition and people were ready to act. Previous to landcare 
there was no community empowerment and no focus point for community involvement as equal partners 
with Government” (Douglas, 2002:1; Eliason, 1995).  
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By 1989 Landcare’s success became recognised across Australia as a farmer and community based 
initiative (Curtis & De Lacy, 1994, 1998) leading to the unique alliance of the National Farmers 
Federation and the Australian Conservation Foundation brokered by Rick Farley and Phillip Toyne who 
put forward a proposal for a National Land Management Program to the Commonwealth Government. In 
1989 the then Prime Minister Bob Hawke announced the 1990’s as the Decade of Landcare and 
provided $320 million in funds for Landcare activities (Kirner, 2000b).  
 
The origins of Landcare also corresponded to the establishment of the National Farmers Federation 
which represented the most successful of a series of attempts at unity among a number of historically 
conflicting Australian rural organisations.  Tom Connors (1996) reports this as the desire for the benefits 
of unity overcoming diverging views on Agri-politics and rural policy.  Some (Gleeson et al., 2005) have 
seen this desire for unity at any costs as preventing realistic assessment of some critical rural issues, 
this extends to the environment and to some extent explains the nature of Landcare, having been built 
around a number of principles some of which could be seen as being in conflict. These principles include 
voluntarism, collective action, individual independence, governments’ support, individual control and self 
regulation.  
 
In reality Landcare in Australia has been successful because it was a very broad church with some 
agreed core values and divergent practices appropriate to local contexts. These issues of definition and 
values have been the subject of many studies (Campbell, 1992, 1997; Carey & Webb, 2000; Lockie, 
1996, 1997, 2001). However on the ground the reality remains that Landcare is a meeting place of 
divergent rural land use values. To some it is a type of social movement (Carey & Webb, 2000); to 
others a funding stream and a mechanism for substituting previously delivered government services 
(Campbell, 1997).  
 
Our study area is no different. Landcare in the Maffra & Districts Landcare Network, Gippsland, Victoria 
has many meanings, many purposes and reflects Landcare’s national complexity. To a sheep farmer on 
the Red Gum Plains Landcare is about  
“running your farm the right way, good pasture… so that you can remain viable” (Landcare member #A), 
 Whilst to a town resident Landcare is  
“An opportunity in small community groups to do something small in your own area…if everyone does it 
you can plant a lot of trees” (Landcare member #M).  
 A dairy farmer from the Macalister Irrigation District believes Landcare is 
 “Leaving the land in better condition than when I came here” (Landcare member #K).  
 
As diverse as the meanings of Landcare are across this Network so too are the land uses and 
landscapes that make up the area. Irrigated dairy farming dominates the plains from Lake Glenmaggie to 
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the Lake Wellington wetlands. Sheep farming predominates across the Red Gum Plains east of 
Stratford, whilst beef occupies much of the foothills in the north of the area. The Network encompasses a 
small part of the Victorian high country, and a major part of the Red Gum Plains, once dominated by 
native grasslands and grassy woodlands. The Macalister, Thomson, Latrobe, Avon and Perry Rivers all 
flow through the area and drain into Lake Wellington, the largest of the Gippsland Lakes. The Network 
area also includes RAMSAR listed wetlands, conservation reserves and forests. The southern edges of 
the Network fringe the Holey Plains State Park and the sandy ridges of Longford. Recent studies 
(Bureau of Transport and Regional Economics, 2005) have shown that the area exhibits characteristics 
of rich social capital but displays anomalous behaviour in the way this capital is employed. This probably 
reflects its position at one of Australia’s coastalisation frontiers where old rural communities are striving 
to maintain their identity while being changed by new settlement. In this sense the area represents not 
the totality of Australia’s Landcare environment, but a significant portion of it in coastal plains 
environments.  
 
Since its formation in 1998, the number of Landcare groups that form the Maffra & Districts Landcare 
Network have fluctuated; some groups have merged together to deal with insurance complexities and 
drops in membership levels, whilst new ones have formed, particularly in urban areas. The focus of the 
Landcare groups in the area is varied, with some groups’ membership totally comprised of farmers, 
whilst other groups of residents of towns whose groups have a community project focus on public lands. 
Some groups are very active and regularly receive government grants whilst other groups are almost in 
total recess.  We suspect this is a microcosm of many parts of eastern Australia. 
 
Despite its history and apparent successes Landcare nationally and in our study area is now under 
challenge (Curtis & Cooke, 2005). The last five years has seen its rationale erode and confidence in its 
future challenged. Is Landcare being overtaken by the new regional model or is it an important part of the 
natural resource management tool kit? This study in describing the views and experiences of the 
participants in the Network seeks to clarify this question and propose a way forward.  
 
2.0 Into the cement mixer: the beginnings of the Landcare journey 
Landcare emerged in our study area early. The first groups were formed in 1984 and now there are 
sixteen with the most recent group forming in 2005. In 1984 the Avon and Bushy Park Trees on Farms 
groups formed out of a shared interest amongst landholders in establishing trees on agricultural land. 
These groups focused on sharing knowledge of tree growing and species selection and promoting the 
use of Australian natives for shade and shelter for stock protection. In the early 1990’s in the 
neighbouring Nambrok-Denison and Clydebank districts the evidence of irrigation induced salinity was 
becoming increasingly worrisome to local dairy farmers. The Clydebank Salinity Awareness Group and 
the Nambrok-Denison Salinity Action Group were formed in 1992 and later became Landcare groups 
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after the two year Landcare qualifying period. The salinity focus resulted in significant support from the 
State government departments including funds to employ a facilitator who spent two days per week 
servicing each of the two groups.  
 
In the higher parts of the catchment waterway erosion problems caused by floods prompted the 
formation of another group. With the assistance of the local departmental representatives and some 
funding the Glenmaggie-Seaton Catchment group was established and by 1994 were undertaking on 
ground erosion control works. The Avon Landcare Group was also formed 1994 to “initiate whole farm 
plans” (Landcare member #E) and to address “erosion, tree decline and weeds” (Landcare member #E). 
At the same time in the northern part of the district the Valencia Landcare Group was formed with an 
initial focus on the Valencia Creek and the management of weeds. Simultaneously the Bushy Park Trees 
on Farms Group became the Bushy Park Landcare Group whilst the Avon Trees on Farms retained their 
focus and still meet and discuss species selection today. Further eastwards the Munro Landcare group 
formed in 1995 to address the ever increasing problem of Rabbits. In the Macalister Irrigation District 
weed problems were becoming of increased concern to a number of dairy farmers who went to see the 
local weeds officer of the Department to see what could be done. They were told “if we wanted anything 
done we needed to start a Landcare group” (Landcare member #F) and in 1996 the Macalister Landcare 
Group was formed. Across the Macalister River the Newry-Macalister Landcare Group formed closely 
followed further south by the Macalister-Thomson Landcare Group which began with an initial focus on 
“cleaning the river” (Landcare member #G).  
 
By 1998 there were eleven groups operating across the area, each working in relative isolation, and only 
two groups with support by a paid facilitator. In addition the Lake Wellington Landcare Network existed 
as a forum for bringing together Landcarers from not only our study area but those from further west 
covering the entire Lake Wellington catchment area, from Warragul in the west through to Munro in the 
east encompassing an area of 1,118,300 hectares.  
 
Members of the Clydebank Landcare Group report that they were aware that the other groups lacked a 
facilitator. They believed that Landcare could be better supported and have a better chance of growing if 
a more local Landcare network was formed. The idea of forming this network was mooted as a way of 
sharing a facilitator across these groups and perhaps gaining access to increased funds to enable a full 
time facilitator to be appointed. In 1998 the Maffra & Districts Landcare Network was formed by the then 
eleven existing Landcare groups. The Network was considered, then a sub network of the broader Lake 
Wellington Landcare Network, although the Network was insured and incorporated in its own right. This 
coincided with the commencement of the Natural Heritage Trust in 1997.   This had a major impact by 
funding a full time facilitator. This facilitator, with the support of departmental staff and a small number of 
dedicated Landcare members was able to energise Landcare and bring to the groups the possibilities of 
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increased funds for on ground works. This marked a significant change for Landcare as projects were 
developed that attracted significant funds from the Natural Heritage Trust and corporate sponsors.  
 
3.0 The cement mixer speeds up: The arrival of NHT 
Announced in 1996 and enacted by the Natural Heritage Trust of Australia Act 1997 (Australian 
Government, 1997) and funded through the partial sale of Telstra, the Natural Heritage Trust (NHT) has 
invested $3 billion to help restore and conserve Australia's environment and natural resources 
(Australian Government, 2005).  
 
Landcare groups were eligible to apply for NHT funds to undertake a range of activities including 
employing Landcare facilitators and coordinators, revegetation, fencing, monitoring and evaluation and 
capacity building. In Victoria NHT quickly became the primary source of funds for Landcare alongside 
some State government grants such as Tree Victoria, Rabbit Busters, Community Weeds Initiative and 
later the Second Generation Landcare grants.   
 
The funding opportunities were embraced by the Maffra & Districts Landcare Network. NHT and a 
growing interest from a nearby corporate stimulated huge interest in Landcare and the central focus for 
the Network for a 12 month period was intense grant writing, project generating, and corporate 
entertaining and negotiating. The Network joined forces with the broader Lake Wellington Landcare 
Network and developed an ambitious project called “Wellington Catchment Care”. In 1999 four new 
groups were formed partly because of the full time facilitator who worked hard to generate interest in 
Landcare and also because of the big funding opportunities. In the northernmost part of the Network, in 
the high country the Licola Landcare Group was formed. Stimulated by the availability of funds to assist 
landholders to deal with weeds on a cooperative basis the group began their work with coordinated weed 
control programs utilising aerial spraying methods. A little further south on the Thomson River floodplains 
the Dawson Landcare group was formed with an “initial interest of erosion, weeds, salinity, revegetation, 
corridors” (Landcare member #H). The opportunities demonstrated by neighbouring groups to work 
cooperatively particularly to address an encroaching salinity problem was an impetus for Dawson 
Landcare to get started. Further south again, on the Latrobe River were a few landholders who had a 
vision. The Kilmany-Pearsondale Landcare group formed with an idea to initiate “community projects to 
inspire others to do things on their own properties” (Landcare member #I). Across the river at Longford 
rabbits in a rural subdivision were causing a stir. Once again the benefits of working cooperatively 
became clear as a group of small property owners formed the Longford & Districts Landcare Group to 
deal with the rabbits that survive so well on the sandy soils Longford provides.  
 
By 2000 the Maffra & Districts Landcare Network was comprised of fourteen Landcare groups. A huge 
funding application from NHT and a corporate sponsorship deal meant that under the umbrella of the 
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Lake Wellington Landcare Network, the Maffra & Districts Landcare Network was looking at spending 
around $375,000 over the next three years on land management works on private land, as well as a new 
corporately funded project which aimed to build the knowledge and skills of land managers in 
revegetation methods. At this point the principle author began her journey jumping into the cement mixer 
as the new Landcare Facilitator for the Network. This time marked a new phase for Landcare, with funds 
to spend, (and fast), an emerging interest in Landcare by the town residents of Sale leading to the 
establishment of the Flooding Creek Landcare Group in March 2000, bringing the total number of groups 
to sixteen, and a new focus on developing action plans with all of the Landcare groups. The first sign of 
what was to come was looming just around the corner. 
 
The three years of the Wellington Catchment Care project were busy ones. A steep learning curve for all 
those involved as the challenge of developing ways to administer such a large project within the 
guidelines of the funding was met. Simply finding sources of indigenous tubestock, the seed required, 
and mastering the techniques for plant establishment were one of the many challenges along the way. 
Dealing with the complexities of NHT guidelines when it came to determining the minimum width of 
wildlife corridors was an ongoing debate. Dairy farmers in the Macalister Irrigation District argued that 
due to the high land values of their properties and the small farm sizes, they were unable to plant areas 
any wider than five metres. This was a time of testing the flexibility of the NHT guidelines and their ability 
to make allowances for special circumstances. At this stage there were limited guidelines or frames of 
reference and in some ways it resembled do-it-yourself heart surgery. The positive side of the absence 
of any direction was that Landcare under NHT1 tended to have a number of community characteristics 
that allowed variant models to appear which reflected local values. Coinciding with this was a run of 
exceptionally dry seasons, which limited the ability of farmers to establish plants and sapped their 
enthusiasm. In the meantime those groups that established themselves with an initial weed or rabbit 
focus had to change their priorities. Revegetation was in vogue, weeds and rabbits were just not 
attractive anymore. These groups did well and took up the opportunities offered by NHT funds, but the 
undercurrent of concerns for a growing weed and rabbit problem was still bubbling in the community, 
albeit often ignored by those who set the priorities for Landcare.  
 
The hard work and ongoing commitment to Landcare by volunteers and staff meant that over this time 
things started running smoothly. A landholder driven board of management was guiding the Wellington 
Catchment Care project, and knew how to source plants and administer such a large devolved grant. A 
seed bank was established and staffed, thanks to a corporate sponsor. Landcare wasn’t perfect, but had 
funds, lots of on ground works and sixteen enthusiastic groups getting the job done. However, a sign of 
things to come was emerging amongst the groups. Projects that in the past were developed and 
implemented by individual groups had become Network wide projects. The push for integration and a 
more strategic approach meant that a gradual erosion of the involvement of Landcare groups in the 
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planning, administration and execution of on ground works occurred. In some respects the reduction in 
application writing by groups and the associated reporting responsibilities was a relief, however along 
with that came the reduced ownership and local drive of Landcare projects. Groups began to be 
bypassed in the chase for funds. Then in 2002 along came NHT 2.  
 
4.0 Throwing some gravel into the mix: NHT 2 
The mid term review of NHT 1 in 1999 identified a range of issues including the need for: a longer term 
commitment from government; a more strategic approach to funding allocation, larger more integrated 
projects, strengthened regional approach including support for planning at the regional level, improved 
monitoring and evaluation, clarity of coordinator and facilitator positions, accountability structures, 
competency skills needed and employment conditions, including length of tenure and reduced costs of 
administration (Department of Agriculture Fisheries and Forestry & Environment Australia, 2000).  
 
A major development in NHT 2 delivery was the move to funding regional natural resource management 
groups to develop and implement regional plans (Farrelly, 2005). NHT 2 provided funds in an interim 
year for regional groups to develop these plans which had to be accredited by the state and 
Commonwealth governments following national criteria (Farrelly, 2005). This interim year created chaos 
in the Network. Just as things were settling and demand for assistance to complete on ground works 
was building, the funds stopped. The facilitator role suddenly shifted from being a source of resources 
and encouragement to that of counselling, trying to explain policy changes and build enthusiasm for what 
was seen as an imposed process.  It also meant trying to find relevance for Landcare in the new regime 
and trying to understand how to align Landcare with the regional way and what that meant for Landcare 
and how to get Landcarers enthusiastic about this process.  
 
At the same time funding for coordinator and facilitator positions was under threat. Landcare groups 
busied themselves with furious letter writing and meetings with local members of parliament in an 
attempt to save these positions from being discontinued. Just at the last minute, recognition by the 
Commonwealth Government of the importance of these roles meant that some interim funds were 
provided.  
 
At a more National scale the changes to NHT could be explained by the popular concept of total 
landscape management which has been advocated since the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act (1999) and a number of directives by the then Federal Minister for the Environment.  
An understanding of the practical meaning of total landscape management has lagged behind the policy 
and theoretical emphasis that it has been given.  This is not surprising because the totality of the 
landscape even at the small catchment level is inevitably made up of many individual farm holdings 
which are each subject to infinite combinations of social, economic and biophysical variables.  
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Nonetheless major policy drivers such as NHT 2, the 2000 National Action Plan for Salinity and Water 
and the 2004 National Water Initiative are all based upon total landscape management concepts.  One 
simple but telling manifestation of this was the change from the early Landcare model where funds 
flowed to individual farmers or small groups of farmers to conduct works or planning which was at a 
relatively small scale to a model where plans were directed at a large regional natural resource 
management unit scale and investment plans constructed to meet National and State objectives which 
were defined at landscape unit or even higher scales.  These changes resulting in a disconnection 
between Landcare groups and government has been one source of the initial confusion and then anger 
in some Landcare members during NHT 2.  
 
When the interim year of NHT 2 was completed, funds that were previously open to all groups were 
made only available to regional bodies to apply for funds to implement accredited regional plans. The 
local component of NHT 2, Envirofund, created to provide smaller grants for groups wishing to undertake 
local environmental projects was a saviour for Landcare groups. To some extent there was a return to 
local group projects, many of which were concentrated on public land providing groups with an 
opportunity to take on community projects. 
 
In West Gippsland the four Landcare Networks in the region formed a consortium in 2005 called 
“GippsLandcare”, reflecting the Government’s drive towards regionalisation implementing a $3,000 000 
devolved grant across the region. Under the former NHT 1 arrangements Landcare groups or Networks 
applied for funds to employ facilitators and coordinators, however this is now coordinated through the 
West Gippsland Catchment Management Authority (WGCMA) who now applies for these funds as part 
of the regional process. These changes are part of the Australian shift to regional delivery arrangements 
for natural resource managements a model that exhibits elements of decentralisation (Lane, 2003), 
regionalisation and regionalism (Jennings & Moore, 2000).  
 
The shift to regional delivery arrangements has also meant that the role of the Victorian state 
government in Landcare and natural resource management generally has changed significantly. This 
has meant that the State government has had to redefine its place in the natural resource management 
field. This is easily observed at a local level where agency staff continually battle to adjust to this 
changing scene, resulting in perceived losses of power and influence in natural resource management 
activities and a declining involvement with Landcare. This is the case experienced in our study area 
where the Catchment Management Authority (CMA) have increasingly taken on a leading role in relation 
to Landcare support and indeed in most aspects of natural resource management. This has led to state 
departmental staff becoming sceptical and frustrated by these changes which builds opinions such as 
that reported by Woodhill (1996:24) who writes about the “suspicion by State governments that the 
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regional agenda is a thinly disguised Commonwealth plot to bypass the States and deal directly with 
regions”.   
 
It was not only Landcare funding that has impacted groups. In 2002 when the crisis of rising public 
liability insurance costs and declining membership was threatening some Landcare groups, the Valencia 
and Bushy Park Landcare Groups decided to join forces. The two groups reformed as the Upper Avon 
Landcare Group and were followed by the Newry-Macalister and Macalister Groups merging to become 
the Macalister Landcare Group. The Network was now back to fourteen Landcare groups. The insurance 
premiums for Landcare groups were also threatening most of the remaining groups, so negotiations with 
the Victorian Farmers Federation Farm Tree & Landcare Association resulted in a deal where Landcare 
groups could become sub groups of the Maffra & Districts Landcare Network, thus being covered by the 
overarching insurance and incorporation. Whilst two groups remained fully independent, the remaining 
twelve decided to adopt the sub group status. Over the four years since this began, all of the sub groups 
report that the change in this status has not altered their autonomy in any important ways. However 
additional changes to these arrangements are looming as sub groups may be forced to close their bank 
accounts and transfer all funds to the Network to be managed on their behalf. The autonomy of 
Landcare groups will be reduced again if these changes are implemented.  
 
The longer term impact of NHT 2 upon Landcare groups in this Network has been mixed. One Landcarer 
reports changes to the delivery of funding “the CMA took over Landcare…instead of farmers grouping 
together and driving it suddenly you’ve got a government body trying to get the farmers organised and 
do something that the farmers didn’t really want to do” (Landcare Member #C) whilst another member 
reports the same changes “closer links with the CMA has helped give stability particularly when it comes 
to employment issues” (Landcare member #J). Many groups report that they have been bypassed 
through the regional process in some cases groups becoming almost irrelevant: “It has been to the 
detriment of the group” (Landcare member #H), “All you need to do is call the facilitator to get your trees” 
(Landcare member #U) and “Individuals can access funds without the group” (Landcare member #C).  
 
The regional process for administering NHT 2 funds has meant that the role of the facilitator has been 
aligned with the regional priorities. The message from the Commonwealth Government delivered by the 
CMA was that these roles were to work more closely with groups to act as capacity builders for action 
planning; however due the demands of supporting Envirofund projects and regional devolved grants, 
less time was being spent with groups and more time with individual landholders in an extension 
capacity. Despite this, the Landcare Network has continued to grow, with the Maffra Urban Landcare 
Group forming in 2004 with a focus on the Macalister Wetlands Reserve and the Perry Bridge Landcare 
Group with an interest in weeds, rabbits and “best farm management practice” (Landcare member #L) 
forming in 2005. The Network was once again back to sixteen groups.  
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In 2006 Landcare groups in the Network are experiencing varied ups and downs. Whilst some groups 
are thriving: “We are a unique mix of people who are prepared to put in” (Landcare member #E), others 
are in recess “People stopped coming” (Landcare member #K). Half of the groups are somewhere in 
between.  They continue to meet, plan small projects, usually stimulated by funding and generally 
keeping social networks alive as much as possible. Our analysis of the study data is only preliminary; 
however at this stage it is safe to say that Landcare group health is variable, although when asked for 
reactions to the recent media reports of Landcare “going out of fashion”, we heard “I don’t think that 
that’s necessarily right...I don’t think that it necessarily means that Landcare is in a bad way”” (Landcare 
member #I) and “It doesn’t really apply to us” (Landcare member #N) and “I was really surprised when I 
read the report and I didn’t believe it” (Landcare member #O).  When groups are asked how they are 
going again, we hear a mixed response: “It’s very very active” (Landcare member #J); ‘’just cruising’’ 
(Landcare member #P), ‘’the gas has gone out of it a little bit’’ (Landcare member #Q), “pretty quiet” 
(Landcare member #R) and “bloody good” (Landcare member #S). These responses demonstrate just 
how varied the groups are.  
 
Some other themes are emerging from our preliminary analysis, although at this early stage we cannot 
draw any concrete conclusions. The desire for communication between neighbouring groups is strong; 
however it doesn’t seem to happen in practice “There is very little interaction between groups” (Landcare 
member #W). In addition there is a view that the Network could take on a “strategic overall role…we’re 
trying to take a strategic view with what we’re doing in terms of planting...that’s something I think the 
Network should be doing…help give groups some direction” (Landcare Member #I).  
 
Also repeated through the groups is a recurring theme of a perceived lack of funding and support 
provided by government to Landcare “They started to drop off the funding” (Landcare member #T) “The 
groups around the cities, the towns are getting a lot more funding than outer areas” (Landcare member 
#Y) and “there seems to be less money available and its harder to get” (Landcare member #Q). Although 
there are considerable funds available through the regional program for land management projects, 
possibly more than ever before, there is a perception amongst groups that funding has declined. We 
conclude that this is an example of the regional process through NHT 2 bypassing groups and not 
connecting with the Landcarers on the ground. 
 
Frustration with the lack of management of pest plants and animals on public land is another strong 
theme recurring in group conversations “They should be more accountable for their land...the 
government should be responsible for the crown land”  (Landcare member #X), “You look over the fence 
and if you’ve got government land beside you…there’s no support” (Landcare member #T), “They expect 
us to do everything” (Landcare member #P) and “Look at the roadsides...the blackberries…they’re 
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everywhere...they are greater issues, to me, than planting trees” (Landcare member #Z) and “really just 
weeds, that’s the main concern” (Landcare member # P). Their concerns are falling on deaf ears as they 
are repeatedly told by the State government that only a small number of emerging weeds will be dealt 
with.  
 
Groups report frustration at the difficulties they face when dealing with bureaucracy “too much red 
tape…so we don’t bother” (Landcare member #T), “we are bogged down in too much paperwork...it 
dampens enthusiasm” (Landcare member #V) and “government should be more approachable” 
(Landcare member #U) and “I find dealing with government departments awkward” (Landcare member 
#Q) are phrases repeated throughout our discussions.  
 
Finding new group leaders is reported as an ongoing difficulty, particularly for groups who have become 
inactive “If we had more people to run the group, too do the legwork we could get this project going” 
(Landcare member #C) and “you need a couple of good strong leaders to come up…I’m not too sure 
where we’re going to get these leaders to appear from” (Landcare member #K).  
 
When we held discussions with the Network executive, all of whom are Landcare members, issues of 
facilitator support and resource provision dominated providing a stark contrast to our conversations with 
each Landcare group. We suggest that there is a significant difference between the world view of groups 
and the Network executive. An important insight for us was that the Network primarily sees their role as 
“supporting the facilitator” (Landcare member #J). This contrast to the view held by groups and the 
Network begin to suggest explanations for some of the perceived disconnects between Landcare 
groups, networks and the regional bodies.  
 
5.0 Are we making mortar or a concrete path? Building a Landcare future 
Where is Landcare headed? What type of future are we hoping for? When we ask groups what their idea 
of a good future would be, we are presented with a recurring theme of “more funding” (Landcare member 
#Q), “more facilitators” (Landcare member #J) and “someone on the ground” (Landcare member #Y). 
Such futures suggest dissonant voices that lack real aspiration for what can be done and how it can be 
done. They tend to emphasise what the government should be doing, and suggest that groups perceive 
their problems as being beyond the control of the individual or group. Has Landcare in this Network 
succeeded in building capacity or has created a grant seeking dependant culture who react to whatever 
is presented to them? Is this Network a solution building, leading organisation that has a strong vision of 
where it is going and how it will get there? 
 
The Landcare program was grounded in group extension methodologies (Beilin, 1998) combined with 
community activism (Kirner, 2000b) resulting in a model which does work well amongst our groups. This 
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is clearly demonstrated by the enthusiasm that the groups showed for their diversity of major projects. 
Simultaneously the development of the Landcare Network concept reflects organisational theories 
(Chamala, 1995). The Network is operating as an economic conduit providing a way to bring in 
resources for the individual groups. This is recognised as a major purpose of Landcare Networks 
(Sobels & Curtis, 2000). This model works well for coordination and resourcing, however it is clear to us 
that it does not facilitate the sharing of dialogue about priorities and visions across the Network.  
 
Possibly the most striking finding of our study to date has been the sharp differences between every 
group with their unique world view and priorities and the Networks functional and organisational view. 
The Network not yet formed agreed priorities despite the regional push for them. Every group’s passions 
are important as they ensure group function. The reality is that some group’s passions do not fit the 
mould and so fall out of the regional priorities. The difference between the perception of the Network and 
the groups represents a disconnection between the assumptions of the regional model and what is 
happening on the ground. The regional model assumes that Landcare groups and Networks construct 
plans that fit within the regional priorities, however this does not take into account the many and varying 
passions of these sixteen Landcare groups.  
 
Perhaps the reasons why recent research (Curtis & Cooke, 2005) detected a ‘declining health of 
Landcare’ (Curtis, 2006) can be explained by the perceived erosion of the  paradigm of collective 
community based action that Landcare was founded upon.  This has undoubtable contributed to 
confusion and frustration amongst the Landcarers who are determined that Landcare is not “going out of 
fashion” but who are equally determined to do it their way.  
 
Where to now for this Network? Our study is only just beginning and our findings only starting to emerge. 
This reflection on the Landcare journey using our cement mixer analogy has provided us with some 
understanding of a rough trip and a foundation upon which we can now begin to build possible future 
pathways. We have begun the dialogue that is needed among the Landcare groups which we anticipate 
will evolve into a new picture of Landcare. What is obvious is that it must combine the old, community 
basis with the new strategic approach. The most important thing is that we have a dialogue to guide the 
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